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"When I think back to 
the first months I think 
my kids watched the ed-
ucational TV station for 
hours every da y. I don't 
even remember too 
much about it. I just re-
member being in a fog. I 
don't know what I 
would have done if I'd 
had to pay attention to 
them all the time. Be-
cause I just didn 't have 
the resources. It was all I 
could do to just get 
meals, and talk to them 
a little while each day. 
How we ever got 
through that I don't 
know . .. but we did." 
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Two of the most stressful events in life are the 
death of a close relative and divorce . Knowing 
that you have already experienced one of life's 
most stressful events does little to help you cope 
with that situation. Newly single parents have 
many unfamiliar experiences to deal with . Family 
finances, loneliness, and the demands of bringing 
up children alone add to the stress already being 
experienced. 
Coping with stress is sometimes easier if we 
can identify and separate the stresses in our lives 
and set goals - " coping tasks"- for each of 
them. In this issue, we will explore three major 
coping tasks: (1) reducing the disruption caused 
by stressful events, (2) managing interpersonal re-
lationships, and (3) identifying and building addi-
tional sources of assistance. 
Reducing or Limiting 
Disruption 
Studies have shown that it is often the accu-
mulation of a series of stressful events that leads 
to serious health problems. Frequently, the single 
parent is confronted with several stressful 
changes involving moving, income adjustments, 
personal relationships, perhaps work, and many 
other activities . Many of these changes cannot be 
limited or avoided, but some routines can be 
maintained. As much as possible, try to maintain 
stability in some parts of your life. Perhaps the 
continuation of a job, an exercise routine , or 
some other activities can provide this stability. 
In the midst of making many life changes, you 
may find it necessary to set priorities for some 
activities and limit others. It is easy to feel over-
whelmed and helpless in the face of many com-
peting responsibilities such as raising a child, 
holding down a job, paying the bills, and coping 
with one's own distress . While it may seem im-
possible to set priorities among these important 
responsibilities , single parents find themselves 
having to schedule time for each task , setting 
aside time for themselves and figuring out ways 
to streamline some tasks . 
One way to begin is to ask if some of the 
things you are doing now are really essential. 
What other tasks might be simplified? If you do 
laundry three or four times a week, could you 
cut back to once or twice? If you find that meal 
preparation and cleanup take most of your eve-
ning, could the family afford to eat out a few 
times a week? Though restaurant meals aren't 
cheap, the time you save may be worth it. De-
cide which activities are most important for your-
self and your children and get them accomplished • 
first. • 
Managing Family 
Relationships 
Stressful events can result in disruption of 
family relationships. Part of the coping process 
lies in helping family members feel good about 
themselves and maintain good relationships with 
each other. 
Promoting self-worth. Right now, you may 
have intense feelings of abandonment, loss, or 
sadness. Both you and your children may be 
feeling that you are not important. These feelings 
are common, but they can be self-defeating. 
While there are no easy solutions for changing 
these feelings , it may be useful to begin thinking 
about your strengths and abilities . What do you 
do well? What are you and your children able to 
do together? Don't pretend that everything is 
fine , but realistically appraise your abilities and 
focus your attention on your strengths rather 
than weaknesses. Use the section on " My Fami-
ly 's Strengths" to record your strengths. 
fostering flexibility. In the face of a rapidly 
changing life situation in which there are few 
guidelines on how to act, flexibility can be useful. 
Ask yourself about all the possible ways there 
are to change or improve your situation. Too 
often, people are confined to thinking about a life 
situation in terms of traditional roles and activi-
ties when these no longer fit . Creative problem 
solving requires going beyond the traditional 
ideas. What are the different ways that family, 
work, and child care arrangements can be 
worked out? How can household chores be 
shared or made more efficient? There are many 
questions to ask yourself about alternative ways 
of arranging time and relationships that may 
make your life less stressful. 
Maintaining conditions for communica-
tion. Stress can put a severe strain on relation-
ships among family members and interfere with 
communication. Under stress conditions, care and 
• concern for the feelings of others become all the 
• more essential. How can a person listen with 
interest and understanding when he or she is 
upset? It is not an easy task, but if communica-
tion is to be maintained, ways must be found to 
listen and respond to the pain of other family 
members with understanding. In addition to lis-
tening, effective ways must be developed to ex-
press emotions and expectations without putting 
others down. Explaining feelings in the first per-
son by using " I feel . . . " may be one effective 
way to talk about concerns. 
Making good decisions is also important. Deci-
sion making begins with a discussion of the con-
cern from each family member's point of view. 
When a specific concern is identified, everyone 
can offer solutions and can take part in examin-
ing these solutions. As much as possible, the 
family can decide together on the best solu-
tion - leaving open the possibility of reassessing 
the situation sometime in the future. Through 
careful listening, open communication of thoughts 
and feelings, and shared decision making, the 
groundwork for healthy coping can be built. 
Building family bonds. Stress can also put a 
strain on family ties. All family members may feel 
that they are on their own with little sense of 
togetherness. Adults and children alike may want 
to make efforts to build a sense of unity - a 
sense that " we're all in this together" and will 
find a way to confront challenges. It may be 
necessary to spend time together in activities and 
routines that promote togetherness . Or perhaps 
you just remind each other of your care and 
concern. In many cases, this may be the first 
step toward finding practical solutions to every-
day concerns as a family. 
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Maintaining Helpful 
Connections 
There are always some limits to what any of 
us can do by ourselves. Part of any coping strat-
egy is being able to effectively find and use out-
side sources of assistance. The single parent may 
find others helpful in providing emotional sup-
port, practical assistance, and social activity. 
The first step is to identify sources of help. 
For many single parents, recent experiences may 
have strained or broken some of their personal 
relationships with others. Friends who knew you 
as part of a couple may no longer know exactly 
how to respond. As a single person you may not 
feel a part of the "world of couples." Many 
newly single parents find themselves needing to 
develop new friends. In some cases, single-parent 
groups that provide mutual support may be good 
sources of strength during this transition time. 
Other single parents know full well the joys and 
sorrows of "living single" and raising children. 
Family and friends may be other sources of help. 
At times, you may feel the need for professional 
advice from clergy and counselors. Don't be 
afraid to take advantage of all this help, that's 
what it's there for! 
You Can Manage Stress 
There are many ways to manage stressful 
events in your life. Begin by thinking about your 
strengths, your abilities to deal with situations. 
We all have strengths. Build on yours . Be flexi-
ble, try new ways of managing. Most important 
of all, maintain your ties to your children and 
others who can be helpful. 
My Family's Strengths 
List some of the strengths of your family. 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
When you're not feeling good about yourself or 
your family, remind yourself of these strengths. 
You may also think about how your family can 
add to this list. How can you build on your 
strengths? Youngsters often see strengths that 
adults overlook, so it might be a good idea for 
you to discuss family strengths with your chil-
dren. 
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"In our home we practice the healthful habit of finding 
something funny in everything! We try to have a good laugh 
every day, no matter how insignificant the incident that 
caused us to laugh was ... we look for things to laugh at and 
have actually developed quite a knack for humor!" 
Family Coping Strategies 
Below is a list of coping strategies you can use 
to handle stressful situations. Indicate those that 
you currently use. For those you do not use, ask 
yourself why. Could you begin to use more of 
these strategies? 
Limit the number of changes taking place. 
ldentifg the most important activities in my life. 
Reduce some of my less important activities. 
Take time for myself. 
Spend time thinking about my strengths. 
Spend time thinking about my children's 
strengths. 
Spend time thinking about our combined 
strengths. 
Try to use our strengths effectively. 
Encourage other family members to use their 
strengths. 
Look for better ways to do things. 
Think of different ways to do household tasks. 
Try out new ways of doing activities together 
as a family. 
Try out different schedules. 
Ask questions about the way family routines 
are currently arranged. 
Encourage other family members to express 
positive feelings. 
Encourage other family members to express 
negative feelings. 
Try to understand other family members'feelings. 
Use first person ("I feel ... ")when stating feelings. 
Involve family members in decision making. 
Encourage family members to find new solu-
tions to problems. 
Work together to solve problems. 
Maintain family togetherness . 
Plan activities for the family to do together. 
Spend time together as a family. 
Stay in touch with close friends or relatives. 
Develop new friendships . 
Find professional help when needed. 
Use Most Use 
of the Time Sometimes Use Rarely 
Want to 
Begin 
Trying 
" There 's stress at the job and stress at home and the 
important thing is to keep them separate. When you have 
stress at work, if you can, when you get home forget about it. 
If you don 't then the least little thing your child does you're 
going to react to it, cause you wanted all day to blow up, and 
you 're going to blow up at your child. I know I've done 
that." 
Managing Work and Family 
Probably one of the most difficult tasks you 
will face is balancing responsibilities on the job 
with those at home. Demands at work and at 
home may interfere with one another. It is impor· 
tant to cope with pressures from both work and 
family. This may be very difficult and can depend 
greatly on your specific job and family situations. 
But you can begin to work things out. 
Other working parents have found that the 
following strategies help: 
1. Begin by setting some priorities about which 
tasks are most important, which are less impor-
tant, and which will require little or no time. 
Determining priorities means more than saying 
your children come before work. It means decid-
ing what activities come first . Every month re· 
view your priorities. Ask yourself whether you 
are accomplishing your goals. 
2. Consider who has the time and ability to help 
with household chores. Many single parents in· 
volve their children more in chores around the 
house . Carrying out these tasks seems to foster 
responsibility in children.Think about what your 
children might do to help. 
3. For most working parents there is always 
more to do than time available . Many parents 
find themselves lowering both their job aspira-
tions and their expectations about household 
management. Most single parents find this abso· 
lutely necessary. Perhaps the house doesn't have 
to be dusted once each week. Maybe you don't 
have to work an extra hour. This doesn't mean 
sacrificing your most important dreams; rather it 
means developing realistic expectations of your· 
self. 
4 . Many working parents find that job experi-
ences carry over to the family or vice versa. It's 
easy for a hectic day at the office to affect how 
you deal with your children. Many parents decide 
to completely separate work and family time. 
This means not bringing work home. Some par-
ents use the drive home to forget about work 
and concentrate on their children. They practice 
forgetting about work. 
There are no easy ways to limit the stress 
caused by pressures from work and family. It is a 
matter of finding each day ways to eliminate the 
conflicts, identify and achieve your most impor-
tant goals, and relish moments of satisfaction. 
For Further Reading 
Greywolf, E. S. The Single Mother 's Handbook. 
New York: Quill, 1984. 
Trafford, A. Crazy Time: Surviving Divorce. New 
York: Bantam, 1984. 
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